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Summary In recognition of the level of international HIV/AIDS research being conducted by
Canadians, the Canadian Association for HIV Research (CAHR), along with its partners, has
developed a resource document to assist researchers in identifying and preparing for the unique
ethics issues and challenges that may arise during international HIV/AIDS research. Between 2004
and 2007, face-to-face consultations were undertaken with community and government stake-
holders, and interviews were conducted with eight prominent HIV/AIDS researchers with interna-
tional experience to identify key research ethics challenges and structural, cultural, political,
social, and economic factors thatmay impactHIV/AIDS research ethics in resource-limited settings.
These challenges and factors served as the basis for the hypothetical ethics issues case scenarios
developed for each of the four research tracks. Ethics issues were identified at every stage of the
research process. Key contextual issues included: (1) stigma and culturally-embedded conceptua-
lizations of HIV; (2) local and global politics and economics; (3) gender inequities, power dynamics,
and sexual roles; and (4) allocation and availability of resources for research and health services.
The final document resulting from the consultation process provides a framework for open dialogue
on the complex and interconnected ethics issues researchers may experience in the field of
international HIV/AIDS research, and contributes to the HIV/AIDS research field by reinforcing
the need for high quality and ethically sound research. This document can be found at http://
ethics.cahr-acrv.ca/.
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The wide array of ethics issues associated with the conduct of
HIV/AIDS research in resource-limited settings is of significant
concern, particularly in the context of North—South HIV/AIDS
research projects. Given that the majority of HIV/AIDS cases
continue to occur in economically or politically marginalized
regions of the world, the North—South research relationship
requires careful consideration. Furthermore, the influx of
international HIV/AIDS research in resource-limited countries
whereHIV isendemic, thedifferential access toHIVprevention
or treatment innovations, the complexity of working within
diverse cultural, linguistic, and legal settings, among other
issues, can pose considerable challenges for HIV/AIDS
researchers based in well-resourced countries. While there
are a variety of national and international guidelines to assist
in orienting the ethical conduct of research, as a highly
politicized health, human security, and economic issue,
HIV/AIDS presents a variety of unique research ethics consid-
erations. Such considerations may fall outside the parameters
of existing research ethics guidelines or these documents may
not fully address the uniqueness of HIV/AIDS research in
resource-limited settings.
The global burden of morbidity and mortality related to
HIV/AIDS continues to increase at a rate unmatched by any
other pathogen, and as such efforts to address and mitigate
the impact of HIV/AIDS through research have steadily
increased.1 With the total number of people worldwide living
with HIV in 2007 at 33.2 million and with 2.5 million new
infections and 2.1 million AIDS-related deaths in 2007,2
researchers are pressed to develop evidence-based solutions.
HIV is characterized by unique biological, social, economic,
and geographical factors, which affect the balance of risk and
benefits for individuals and communities who participate in
biomedical HIV prevention and treatment trials. These fac-
tors require additional attention and efforts to consider the
needs of individuals and communities involved in research.1
Maintaining the highest standards of scientific and research
ethics integrity is fundamental to the achievement of the
scientific goals of biomedical HIV prevention and treatment
research, maximizing the benefits for the participating com-
munity, and advancing science in the interests of global HIV
prevention.3 Thus, international guidance documents on
research ethics1,3,5 are of particular importance when con-
sidering the unique research ethics issues that arise within
the field of international HIV/AIDS research.
The Canadian Association for HIV Research (CAHR), one of
the primary organizations for advancing excellence in HIV/
AIDS research both in Canada and internationally, has assisted
in the development of a research ethics resource document
that demonstrates the complexity of conducting ethically
sound international HIV/AIDS research. The key strength of
Ethics issues for Canadian HIV/AIDS researchers in interna-
tional settings is that it builds on the Canadian Tri-Council
Policy Statement (TCPS) but goes beyond this by problema-
tizing the unique ethics issues often faced by HIV/AIDS
researchers working internationally. In an effort to situate
these unique issues, the document is divided into three parts,
including: (1) an introduction to international HIV/AIDS
research and Canadian ethics guidelines; (2) a series of
research scenarios in four areas of HIV/AIDS research includ-
ing basic science, clinical science, public health and epide-miology, and social science to highlight the various ethical
tensions; and concludes with (3) additional considerations
and reference to other ethics instruments and guidelines.
CAHR and its partners on this project recognized that the
knowledge and experience of Canada’s HIV/AIDS researchers
is extremely valuable in relation to both Canada’s HIV/AIDS
epidemic and in response to the pandemic internationally,
and that this knowledge would be extremely suitable for the
development of the research scenarios included in the docu-
ment. Another strength of this resource document is that it is
aimed at assisting researchers in identifying and preparing
for the multitude of specific research ethics issues and
challenges that may arise during the development, imple-
mentation, and exiting phases of HIV/AIDS research in an
international setting. To accomplish this, the document con-
siders important structural, cultural, political, social, and
economic factors, many of which may be of interest to
researchers from other countries, as well as policy makers,
bioethics experts, government representatives, non-govern-
mental organizations, students, and potential HIV/AIDS
research participants and their representatives. To our
knowledge no existing instruments or guidelines incorporate
all of these features in one document.
Project origins, development, and data
collection
The need for the current ethics guidelines document for
Canadian researchers working internationally emerged at
the International Institute on Gender and HIV/AIDS (IIGHA)
in Johannesburg in June 2004, where researchers, commu-
nity and government stakeholders from a variety of Southern
African countries met to discuss, among other issues, inter-
national research in the field of HIV/AIDS. It was noted during
these meetings that the connection between HIV/AIDS prac-
tice, policy and research needed to be situated and under-
stood in the context of resource-limited settings. In addition,
the influx of researchers from the North was seen to be
driving the research agenda. This dominance by researchers
from the North may give rise to a number of ethical dilemmas
in terms of how to determine the most effective, collabora-
tive, and multisectoral responses to HIV/AIDS in endemic
countries of the South. This research ethics resource was
seen as an important opportunity to further the dialogue on
these issues.
The initial discussions at the IIGHA led to consultation
meetings in Ottawa, Canada and Cape Town, South Africa in
February and March 2005 with stakeholders in international
HIV/AIDS research from government, policy, research, and
community and civil society sectors. A report of the over-
arching issues to emerge from these sessions was produced
and circulated to stakeholders for feedback. At this point,
international partners indicated that because of distinct
concerns and consultation processes, separate discussion
documents from Canadian/Northern and Southern partners
should be produced. To produce the Canadian document,
eight in-depth key informant interviews were conducted with
a diverse group of Canadian researchers experienced in
international HIV/AIDS research. Data from the consultations
and key informant interviews were analyzed thematically,
and these key themes and research ethics dilemmas were
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scenarios that depict the core elements to consider in
applying the TCPS principles to international HIV/AIDS
research. As research ethics issues are context-dependent,
this research ethics discussion document is not prescriptive,
but rather it highlights research ethics tensions that may
arise. It is a living document, one that is expected to shift as
additional ethics questions or issues in international HIV/AIDS
research emerge. In the following sections, we present an
overview of the key aspects of the document, including those
of interest to clinical and basic research audiences.
Ethics issues for Canadian HIV/AIDS
researchers in international settings: the
TCPS and contextual factors for HIV/AIDS
research
The TCPS was developed in the mid-1990s to create guide-
lines for research ethics in Canada. The TCPS is principle-
based and provides guidance to all researchers, institutions,
and research ethics boards on the issues and requirements for
ethical conduct of research involving humans. These princi-
ples include respect for human dignity, free and informed
consent, respect for vulnerable persons, respect for privacy
and confidentiality, respect for justices and inclusiveness,
balancing harms and benefits, minimizing harm, and max-
imizing benefits. The TCPS states that ‘‘Research involving
human subjects is premised on a fundamental moral to
advancing human welfare, knowledge and understanding,
and to examining cultural dynamics’’4 and is the fundamental
research ethics document in Canada.
The CAHR resource document asserts that the HIV/AIDS
pandemic presents a unique context in which the moral
imperative of ethical research must not only be applied,
but also challenged in the application of the TCPS principles,
both by researchers and the ethics review processes that
support them.5 Thus, a framework of ethics analysis is
needed both to provide practical guidance to researchers
involved in international HIV/AIDS research and to highlight
the defining values of public health that may differ from the
values that define clinical practice and research.6 ‘‘The
demand for new HIV risk reduction measures is high and
efforts to find new strategies for HIV prevention must pro-
ceed at a speed that is commensurate with the gravity of the
epidemic.’’ 3 The Canadian Public Health Association con-
tends that Canada’s response to HIV/AIDS should reflect the
broader values of Canadian society including social justice,
human rights, diversity, participation and empowerment,
global responsibility, and mutual accountability.7 Interna-
tional HIV/AIDS researchers and funding bodies must there-
fore recognize the complexities of global health research and
the unique ethical considerations that provide new multi-
sectoral challenges for researchers in the HIV/AIDS field.8
Ethics issues for Canadian HIV/AIDS researchers in inter-
national settings is intended as a resource to highlight the
important factors for consideration at all stages of the
research process, as well as social, cultural, political, and
structural factors influencing research and the application of
ethical principles. As discussed in part one of the document,
international HIV/AIDS research is contextualized by: (1)
stigma and culturally-embedded conceptualizations of thehuman immunodeficiency virus; (2) local and global politics
and economics; (3) gender inequities, power dynamics, and
sex roles; and (4) the allocation and availability of resources
for research and health services. Each of these factors can
directly impact HIV/AIDS research,1 and these issues are
discussed throughout the document.
Ethics issues for Canadian HIV/AIDS
researchers in international settings:
research scenarios
The first research scenario, focusing on basic research,
explores ethics issues that may arise in research settings
where infrastructure or previous research experience is lack-
ing in the host country or community. It highlights the need
for long-term capacity development and community involve-
ment, particularly in settings without local ethics review
processes that could help ensure local relevancy and sensi-
tivity. It notes that addressing the tensions and conflicts of
interest that arise when power distribution between Cana-
dian and local research partners is unequal can be a chal-
lenge. The need to strike a balance between the external and
local researchers’ views regarding participant recruitment
and compensation, as well as varying ethical principles is
emphasized. Ethical questions about the location of data
analysis and the importance of awareness of the true ben-
eficiaries of research are raised. Various ‘exiting’ alterna-
tives are outlined. Overall, the basic science scenario
illustrates the potential payoffs of long-term commitments
to international partnerships that can result in local control
over research and meaningful development of local capacity.
The second research scenario, using the example of an
experienced clinical scientist responding to a call for proposals
from a Canadian funding agency, deals with the ethics issues
that can arise in the implementation of a clinical trial. Using
the example of a new antiretroviral agent in HIV-positive
pregnant women in Southeast Asia, this scenario takes the
reader through the potential for conflicts of interest in local
politics, varying cultural understandings of clinical interven-
tions, and ethical issues concerning the continuation of med-
ical treatment beyond the life of a research study. Issues of
ethical concern, such as undue inducement, the effects of
religious beliefs on data collection, and the transferability of
cultural experiences, are addressed. The researcher in this
scenario is also confronted with ethical considerations around
how best to work towards sustainability of the project, as well
as challenges in balancing rigorous data collection with cul-
tural sensitivity.
Ethics issues for Canadian HIV/AIDS
researchers in international settings:
addressing the ethical tensions
Ethics issues for Canadian HIV/AIDS researchers in interna-
tional settings draws attention to the complex nature and
unique ethical tensions associatedwith international HIV/AIDS
research. It highlights many ethics concerns ranging from
conflicts of interest to coercion in recruitment, informed
consent protocols, undue inducement, dissemination proce-
dures, and respect for human dignity. The document demon-
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safeguard to conducting ethically sound research, is necessary
but not sufficient to uphold the basic ethical tenet of human
dignity. It raises additional issues of trust, variations in ethics
infrastructures, community involvement, capacity develop-
ment, equality within partnerships, power and gender dyna-
mics, sacrifices for cultural appropriateness, and ethics issues
not directly related to but strongly influencing research.9
In the final section of the document, a selection of over-
arching persistent tensions raised in the case scenarios is
discussed. This is done with the intention of shedding light on
some of the many challenges faced by international HIV/AIDS
researchers, and to better prepare them for and support
them in the field. Persistent tensions in international HIV/
AIDS research outlined in this section relate to the effects of
researcher attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors in the field;
motivations for international research; building local capa-
city; forming local partnerships and establishing trust; invol-
ving study populations from local communities; sharing the
benefits among all researchers; distributing power, control,
and ownership; and finding a balance between imparting
ethical values and respecting cultural differences.
Conclusions
The importance of research ethics issues and challenges that
arise in HIV/AIDS research in resource-limited settings are
highlighted throughout Ethics issues for Canadian HIV/AIDS
researchers in international settings. The strength of this
resource is its ability to go beyond the TCPS and push the
research community, regardless of disciplinary focus, to
consider important structural, cultural, political, social,
and economic factors that influence research, and under-
scores the importance of cultural sensitivity, understanding
and acceptance of differing ethical norms and standards in
international HIV/AIDS prevention and treatment research.
Ethics issues for Canadian HIV/AIDS researchers in interna-
tional settings sheds light on unique ethics issues and chal-
lenges, and provides thoughtful guidance to Canadian
researchers and other interested stakeholders who aim to
make a meaningful contribution to the struggle against HIV/
AIDS through high quality and ethically sound research. The
limitation of this resource, however, is that in an effort to
remain concise, it cannot offer an exhaustive collection of all
ethics issues faced by international HIV/AIDS researchers. It
does offer a platform from which to further efforts by
researchers in other well-resourced countries to develop
similar dialogues surrounding the unique ethical challenges
found within international HIV/AIDS research.Acknowledgements
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